Anomalous neural prosody discrimination in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Impaired orienting to prosodic changes in children with ASD. Sluggish perceptual prosody discrimination in children with ASD.
a b s t r a c t
Objective: The present study explored the processing of emotional speech prosody in school-aged children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) but without marked language impairments (children with ASD [no LI]). Methods: The mismatch negativity (MMN)/the late discriminative negativity (LDN), reflecting preattentive auditory discrimination processes, and the P3a, indexing involuntary orienting to attentioncatching changes, were recorded to natural word stimuli uttered with different emotional connotations (neutral, sad, scornful and commanding) . Perceptual prosody discrimination was addressed with a behavioral sound-discrimination test. Results: Overall, children with ASD (no LI) were slower in behaviorally discriminating prosodic features of speech stimuli than typically developed control children. Further, smaller standard-stimulus event related potentials (ERPs) and MMN/LDNs were found in children with ASD (no LI) than in controls. In addition, the amplitude of the P3a was diminished and differentially distributed on the scalp in children with ASD (no LI) than in control children. Conclusions: Processing of words and changes in emotional speech prosody is impaired at various levels of information processing in school-aged children with ASD (no LI). Significance: The results suggest that low-level speech sound discrimination and orienting deficits might contribute to emotional speech prosody processing impairments observed in ASD.
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Introduction
Deficient social communication skills, narrow interests, and repetitive behavior are the main diagnostic features of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (APA, 2013) . Some individuals with ASD show significant delays and abnormalities in their language development (later referred to as children with ASD (LI) in this article), whereas some individuals with ASD show rather typical formal language development (later referred to as children with ASD (no LI)) (WHO, 1993; Rapin and Dunn, 2003; Gillberg and Coleman, 2000) . However, individuals with ASD (no LI) may have deficits in semantic-pragmatic language skills (Gillberg and Coleman, 2000 
